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A New Branch on a Growing Tree: Birth of the ‘Bay Campus’ (1965-1968)
“Over the years, I expect the Bay Campus to be enlarged as certain
temporary buildings are replaced. The Bay Campus will become an
increasingly significant part of the University of South Florida.”

Campus Archives, Poynter Library

Campus Archives, Poynter Library

– John S. Allen, USF’s first president, in a September 1965
interview just before the beginning of classes.

With the departure of Florida Presbyterian College and the disbanding of the Florida Institute for Continuing University Studies (FICUS), USF had hoped to take possession of the former maritime buildings
at Bayboro Harbor as a future site for upper-level and graduate courses. However, the University faced
an urgent and more immediate crisis during the summer of 1965: Admissions officers had mistakenly
accepted more residential students than the school could accommodate in the fall trimester. With an enrollment crisis looming on the horizon, officials looked across Tampa Bay for a short-term solution.

Co-eds enjoy camaraderie and conversation
in the Women’s Residence Hall, ‘A’ Building,
circa 1966.

The first students at USF St. Petersburg attended classes
here out of necessity, not by choice. The Tampa campus,
opened with fewer than 2,000 students in September 1960,
had grown substantially over its first five years. As the University started to take on the characteristics of a commuter
school, President John S. Allen and his administrative team
began to ponder long-term solutions to USF’s surging enrollment.

That summer, administrators decided to develop the Bayboro facility into an overflow campus for students from outside of Pinellas County who needed dorms. Though the “freshman experiment” only
lasted until the end of 1966, its success set a precedent and soon encouraged USF to develop the first
branch campus within the State University System of Florida.

A Rough Start
“I’m unhappy. There really isn’t anything to do—and everything closes up downtown.” –Complaint of one
freshman from Hialeah, Florida, in the fall of 1965.
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Nearly 260 freshmen were caught off guard. They had applied to USF and expected to take up residence somewhere between Fowler and Fletcher avenues. They soon learned, however, that they were
instead to report for duty across the bay. The first frosh appeared, with suitcases in hand, during the
first week of September. Classes began on September 7.
“The brochures made it sound like it was Miami Beach, but just look at it!”
“It’s just floors and walls.”
–A sample of complaints by Bay Campus students as told to a reporter for the Tampa Times (USF
Campus Edition) newspaper in September 1965.

At an opening convocation, President Allen reassured students and parents that first-time jitters were
common. They toured the classrooms, visited the library’s small reading room, nibbled on dinner in the
cafeteria, and enjoyed smooth jazz. Then the parents went home. And the fun began.

“Trying a new campus on for size,” students
in the first bookstore, circa 1966.

Students in the charter class received
these certificates at the end of the
spring term, April 1966.

Despite these challenges, the freshmen forged strong bonds in the
barracks by the bay. At the end of the year, Reilly and Sugarman
handed out charter class certificates and told the soon-to-be sophomores that their “basic training” prepared them for future academic—
and real world—challenges.
When the freshmen left for the summer, Peace Corps volunteers and
Head Start workers honed their skills along the harbor before traveling
to distant villages and classrooms. In the fall of 1966, a new group of
nearly 360 freshmen came to the Bay Campus as the second wave of
students. With the opening of the Andros residential complex at USF
Tampa in January 1967, the need for overflow site in St. Petersburg
had come to an end. The freshmen moved across the bay and did not
return until the innovative “Learning Community” came to USF St. Petersburg in the fall of 1998.
Allen did not want to abandon the Bay Campus. However, he lacked a
legislative mandate or permission from the Board of Regents to place
new programs at the site.
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Tim Reilly, faculty advisor, and Vern Sugarman, resident instructor, led a small but dedicated staff that
faced many challenges. Throughout the fall, students complained about maintenance problems with the
dorm rooms, unreliable foodservice, and a paucity of publications in the “self-serve” library. The Pinellas
County school system’s Cooks and Bakers School—located at the Bay Campus—served nutritious
meals, but only Mondays through Fridays. Students had to fend for themselves if they had late night
munchies or hoped to grab a meal during the weekend.

Florida Institute for Continuing University Studies (FICUS) brochure,
1964. The abolishment of FICUS opened the door for the University
of South Florida to take control of the facility along Bayboro Harbor.

If that was not daunting enough, these pioneer students encountered more than a few professors in
Tampa who considered the Bay Campus nothing but a drain on precious resources. “They seem to believe if they ignore it, it will go away,” was one instructor’s impression of the attitudes of Tampa faculty
and administrators towards the Bay Campus during the spring of 1966.
Harriet Deer, who came to USF in 1966 and later moved to the St. Petersburg campus, vividly remembered when her department chair asked her and her colleagues, “Now the subject of the meeting today
is what are we going to do with that bloody wart on the back of the campus?” The “wart”—of course—
was the Bay Campus!
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“Ms. Sugarman . . . was in essence the dean of students . . . a ‘mother superior’ for the girls. . . . One incident
happened where she apparently had to discipline a student who was a little intoxicated. Apparently the encounter took place near the seawall. Somehow she was either pushed or fell into the sea. It created quite a little
incident when Ms. Sugarman fell.” —Tim Reilly, remembering one of the biggest events of the first year.

The August 1965 edition of Sundry, a publication for
the University community, celebrated the dedication
of the Bay Campus.

